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Discussion Document

 

Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie investigated in great depth the late-medieval history of a small village called 

Montaillou in the Langedoc region of France. Montaillou was a community of religious dissidents 

known as Cathars on the eve of prosecution for heresy. The research is based upon the large archive 

of manuscripts that survive concerning this socially and geographically well-defined community. Here 

he describes the role in the community of Arnaud Gelis, a sort of medieval medium. 

Arnaud Gelis himself was reasonably well off and probably owned his owned house (i.128). He was a 

glutton for work, and liked to sit in the sun (i.550). He was employed as a canon’s servant and 

subsequently as an assistant sacristan. But his chief role, like that of the modern historian, was to act 

as mouthpiece for the dead. 

Sometimes he might even act as intermediary, not between living and dead but between one dead 

person and another (i.134). Gelis carried out his functions as messenger of souls with professionalism 

and discretion, keeping his information to himself once he had imparted it to those concerned. For 

the Inquisition to suppress the messengers of souls was to encourage people to indulge in direct 

communications with ghosts, and there was then a danger of ghosts appearing in person to everyone 

everywhere. 

The Church itself tried to replace the idea of ghosts with that of souls. According to Christian theology 

souls, after death, flew like arrows to Paradise, Hell, or Purgatory. This again prevented the living from 

addressing their departed loved ones directly and there was a danger that, with their well-known love 

of the supernatural, they would be tempted to try themselves to speak with demons. (In the good old 

days of Guillaume Fort and Arnaud Gelis, demons might have had contact with the dead, but they 

were not in direct touch with men of flesh and blood.) The later developments opened the way to 

witchcraft. 

The payments Gelis received for his services were not excessive. When he did not perform his errands 

satisfactorily among the living, the dead would requite [sic] him with a cudgelling (i.136, 544). The 

living paid him with cheese or an invitation to a drink or meal, or perhaps a little money (i.137, 538, 

543, 544, 547). This was not unreasonable, considering the risks Gelis took vis-a-vis the Inquisition, 

into whose clutches he finally fell. 

Interestingly, the activities of Gelis did not seem to bring him into conflict with the local Catholic 

Church, indeed, his success in part depended upon what may be described as a dialogue between the 

two in ways which seem distinctly modern. 

But for a long time his relationship with the official clergy was far from disagreeable. He often went 

to church, and his own utterances were influenced by what he heard from the pulpit and in the 
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sacristy. He stood at the intersection of a certain supply and demand. He established a whole clientele 

of living women who wanted to have Masses said for their dead husbands or fathers or children, and 

these he guided towards the priests of his acquaintance who asked nothing better than to recite 

offices for them, for a consideration. He did encounter a few sceptics among the living. But what he 

had to tell was so congenial to the mentality both of the masses and of the elite, and what he did was 

so genuinely useful, both domestically and socially, that he was assured of a good supply of faithful 

customers, most of them women (i.550). 
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